ABSTRACT. As a reflection of the values and ethics of firms, corporate social responsibility (CSR) has received a large amount of research attention over the last decade. A growing area of this research is the CSR-consumer relationship. Results of experimental studies indicate that consumer attitudes and purchase intentions are influenced by CSR initiatives -if consumers are aware of them. In order to create this awareness, business is increasingly turning to 'prosocial' marketing communications, but such campaigns is met with scepticism and their effectiveness are therefore uncertain. Consequently, researchers in the field (for example, Maignan, 2001; Mohr et al., 2001) have called for empirical studies to determine the level of actual consumer awareness of CSR initiatives. This study examines the Australian banking sector, which engages in and promotes its CSR activities, to help fill this gap. Results from our qualitative study with bank managers, and our quantitative study with consumers, indicate low consumer CSR awareness levels. Consumer understanding of many of the social issues banks engage with is also low. While CSR is effective in eliciting favourable consumer attitudes and behaviour in theory, CSR has not proven its general effectiveness in the marketplace. The low consumer awareness of the various social issues in which firms engage with their CSR programs suggests that firms may need to educate consumers, so they may better contextualise CSR initiatives communicated. However, better context may amount to little if claimed CSR initiatives are perceived as inconsistent with other facets of the business that reflect its values and ethics.
Introduction
Values, ethics and corporate social responsibility (CSR) are linked in the culture and management of a firm (Joyner and Payne, 2002) . CSR is 'the commitment of business to contribute to sustainable economic development, working with employees, their families, the local community and society at large to improve their quality of life' (World Business Council for Sustainable Development, 2004) . As an ethical business philosophy, CSR might be thought of as the minimisation of negative externalities of a firm's operating activities and the maximisation of beneficial impacts on society (for example, Mohr et al., 2001) . While attempts to justify CSR on purely normative grounds were open to criticism, particularly from neo-classical economists like Friedman (1970) who saw such practice as a breach of the manager's fiduciary duty to the firm's owners, the establishment of a link between CSR and financial performance (Orlitzky et al., 2003) has now provided the 'business case ' for CSR, what Mintzberg (1983) calls 'enlightened self-interest', as a powerful justification for firms engaging in CSR initiatives. For this business philosophy to be successful then, and this success sustained, it must ultimately be rewarded in the marketplace by consumers through their purchase behaviour. For consumers to act as 'rewarding and punishing authorities', who, through their purchase decisions, 'influence the profits of competing firms, and indirectly also the direction of the economy ' (Hansen and Schrader, 1997, p. 447) , however, it is important they are informed of which firms are and are not socially responsible.
Marketplace polls report that consumers not only expect businesses to be socially responsible, but they also want to be informed about what firms are doing, and will support firms that pursue CSR initiatives. A 23-nation poll of public attitudes to CSR found that Australians have amongst the highest CSR expectations of business (Environics, 1999 ). Cone Inc. (2004 found that 86% of American respondents said companies should tell them how they support social issues. In the UK, 74% of respondents indicated that more information on a company's social and ethical behaviour would influence their purchasing decisions, and 86% thought companies should actively communicate their CSR activities (Dawkins, 2004) . These survey results show a strong consumer demand for CSR information and imply that CSR information could significantly affect consumer behaviour, leading to what Hansen and Schrader (1997, p. 444 ) describe as 'consumer responsibility'.
CSR's ability to produce positive consumer attitudes and purchase behaviour has been extensively investigated, particularly using the experimental approach, where consumer awareness represents the independent variable that is experimentally manipulated (see for example, Auger et al., 2003; Brown and Dacin, 1997; Creyer and Ross, 1997; Sen and Bhattacharya, 2001 ). Consequently, 'awareness' plays a major role in previous research into CSR effectiveness. While the effect of awareness has been demonstrated in laboratory settings, it remains unclear whether real consumers are aware of CSR activities when facing real consumption decisions, leaving a gap in our understanding of the CSRconsumer nexus. If consumer awareness is low, the effect of CSR initiatives on purchasing behaviour is only of theoretical, not practical, relevance. This has prompted several researchers (for example, Maignan, 2001; Mohr et al., 2001 ) to call for research to determine the true level of CSR awareness among consumers.
This study primarily aims to investigate this knowledge gap, as it presents a key inhibition to the rewarding and punishing influence of consumer responsibility. It also aims to gain an insight into consumer CSR information demands, including identifying the most trusted media opportunities for CSR communication. Our study acknowledges the ethical issue of whether CSR should be used cynically for 'public relations' benefits, especially when it is not representative of the values and ethics of the firm, but does not include discussion of this issue here. Instead, our approach recognises that firms face a difficult task in seeking to publicise particularly sensitive areas of their business, such as their CSR programs, and we investigate issues around the effectiveness of such communication behaviours (Pomering and Dolnicar, 2007) . Given the unverifiable, or 'credence' nature of many CSR claims, such information obtained directly from firms is likely to be treated with a greater degree of scepticism than more provable 'search' and 'experience' claims.
We examine these questions in the context of the Australian banking sector, chosen because (1) it represents the single-most active business sector with respect to CSR, illustrated by the fact that Westpac has dominated Australia's annual Corporate Responsibility Index since its introduction in 2003. Other banks now imitate Westpac's positioning approach.
(2) For the consumer, banking is a high-involvement service, characterised by being important to the consumer, risky, and infrequently purchased. Note that the purchase in this case does not refer to day-to-day banking interactions but the decision to become a customer of a bank. This is typically a very infrequent decision and bank customers tend to stay loyal to their banks over long periods of time. As a consequence, consumers engage in complex buying behaviour (Kotler et al., 2006) . Investigating a high-involvement category is important because consumers process information actively before making a purchase decision. It can, therefore, be assumed that CSR information would also be processed as part of the decision making process. In a low-involvement case, cognitive processing is minimal, and therefore CSR should have little, if any, effect on purchase decisions. (3) The consumer has an ongoing relationship with their bank. Consequently, the bank has considerable potential for customer contact and marketing communications via numerous high-contact (Lovelock et al., 2004) 'touch points', including customer interactions with bank staff in retail branches, and lower-contact interactions via, for example, Internet banking, automatic teller machines and account correspondence. (4) The Australian banking sector has experienced considerable consumer disaffection over the past decade, due to unpopular operational practices, such as the introduction of fees and the closure of retail branches in rural areas (Kohler, 2003) .
As a result of this disaffection, banks thus see CSR as a suitable avenue to re-engage with communities and improve their corporate images. While Porter and Kramer (2002) argue that CSR objectives can
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